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The Impact Lab presents a series of Learning Guides which draw on the lessons for 
successful impact from grants funded by the ESRC-DFID Joint Fund for Poverty 
Alleviation Research. The Joint Fund aims to enhance the quality and impact of social 
science research, with the goal of reducing poverty amongst the poorest countries and 
peoples of the world.  Since 2005, the Joint Fund has enabled over 150 research projects.
An impact evaluation, undertaken in 2015, assesses the impact of the first two phases 
of the Joint Fund, and provides a thorough assessment of impact on policymakers, 
and other stakeholders over the ten years since it began.  The evaluation, published in 
2016, identifies critical barriers to engagement and uptake in areas like networks and 
relationships, mutual learning, individual capacities and incentives and lack of demand 
for evidence.  Drawing on the ESRC’s conceptual framework for impact assessment to 
inform the evaluation methodology, the evaluation also recognises the complexities of 
the research to policy process and the multifaceted nature of social science impact. 
The Impact Lab seeks to strengthen links and create dialogue by providing an outline of 
relevant issues and clear lessons for knowledge practitioners, funders and researchers.  
Each Learning Guide, therefore, identifies replicable approaches to effective engagement 
in a particular area previously identified by the impact evaluation as a potential barrier 
for impact. Drawing on diverse case studies from the first two phases of the Joint Fund, 
this learning guide shares the strategies that have been successfully employed by ESRC 
DFID grant holders to increase outreach and maximise research uptake and impact in 
these critical areas.  Many of these approaches may require a better understanding of 
local conditions, more time, effort or funding. However, the results could significantly 
strengthen the efficacy of research projects’ pathways to impact.
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Introduction
Many international development research projects aim to influence policy and practice 
by providing rigorous evidence that impacts on real-life decisions. In fact, the Joint Fund’s 
requirements from 2009 onwards specified that researchers demonstrate ‘effective 
demand from, and practical relevance to, decision makers and practitioners in the field’2. 
However, the world of policymaking – whether organisational, local, national or global – 
can be complex for social scientists to navigate, and researchers may sometimes find it 
difficult to assess what demand exists, or respond to demand when it occurs. To ensure 
the evidence they are generating engages their target audiences, researchers need to 
interact with a range of different actors, processes and systems – and work through 
knowledge intermediaries. This process often begins with mapping out who the target 
audiences are and identifying realistic pathways to reach them.
Why may it be difficult for social scientists to respond to research users’ demands?
• Disconnect between supply of funded 
research and fast-changing demand from 
policymakers and practitioners
• Limited opportunities to network with 
or influence research users
• Lack of existing relationships, reputation 
and legitimacy with policymakers
• Informal, closed or unclear policy processes
• Tight timescales within which to 
respond to calls for evidence
• Lack of resources or funded time for 
policy engagement activities
• Lack of pre-prepared audience-appropriate outputs
• Ambiguous or incomplete research findings
• Conflict between research recommendations 
and policymakers’ priorities
This Learning Guide recommends ways in which researchers can cultivate a demand 
for evidence, recognise and create opportunities to influence policy and practice, and 
nimbly respond to opportunities when they arise. It draws on lessons from four diverse 
projects funded by the UK’s ESRC-DFID’s Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation Research, 
highlighting approaches taken by leading researchers to increase outreach and maximise 
research uptake and impact. These projects are:
• Averting ‘New Variant Famine’ in southern Africa: building food secure livelihoods 
with AIDS-affected young people4 (2007–09, Principal Investigator: Professor 
Nicola Ansell, Brunel University London) which examined whether the way in which 
AIDS was affecting children was likely to diminish their prospects of food security 
in adult life. The project investigated evidence to support the ‘New Variant Famine’ 
hypothesis (suggesting a causal link between high HIV prevalence and food insecurity 
in southern Africa) which was popular at the time of the study. By working with young 
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people, development practitioners and policymakers in rural Lesotho and Malawi, 
the projects concluded that AIDS is not having the systematic impact on livelihoods 
assumed by the hypothesis. The New Variant Famine hypothesis is now widely 
recognised to be incorrect, and this project contributed to this change in thinking.
• Making space for the poor: law, rights, regulation and street-trade in the 21st 
century5 (2010–13, Principal Investigator: Professor Alison Brown, Cardiff 
University) which aimed to understand the risks to urban livelihoods of operating in 
multiple and contradictory legal and regulatory environments. Through interviews 
with street traders, local authorities and others in four cities with different legal 
traditions (Ahmedabad, Dakar, Dar es Salaam and Durban), the project found 
‘widespread politicisation of street trade, harassment, evictions and marginalisation 
of street traders that suggests an urgent need for legal review’. The project generated 
new ideas on inclusive city design and the informal sector, evidenced by the take up 
of research findings by urban planners in Tanzania and India, and recent high-level 
recognition of the issues by UN-HABITAT. The research has also impacted practically 
on court cases relating to street vendor rights and urban planning.
• Measuring complex outcomes of environment and development interventions6 
(2013–16, Principal Investigator: Dr David Wilkie, Wildlife Conservation Society) 
which aimed to improve policies and practices in the environment-development 
sector. The project brought together the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) – an 
environmental organisation with projects in 60 countries – with academics and other 
partners, to identify ways to assess the human wellbeing impact of environment-
development activities and to encourage their adoption by practitioners and funders. 
The projects included methodological research and field research in Tanzania and 
Cambodia, in addition to a practical component to directly inform how environment-
development projects are implemented and their impact on human wellbeing 
assessed. Although recently concluded, the project is already having significant 
impact on policy and practice – at present approximately 20 WCS projects are using 
a tool developed through the research and USAID has changed its evaluation practice
• The economic and social consequences of armed conflict in Colombia: evidence for 
designing effective policies in conflict and post-conflict regions7 (2010–12, Principal 
Investigator: Dr Ana María Ibáñez, Universidad de los Andes – University of the Andes, 
Colombia) which examined the impacts of internal conflict and the channels through 
which armed conflict affects households. The project used Colombia as a case study, 
a country that has endured a civil conflict for more than 40 years. The project aimed 
to understand the effect that armed conflict has had on entrepreneurial decisions in 
the manufacturing sector and on agricultural production, in addition to the impact on 
health outcomes caused by the aerial spraying of herbicides to destroy illicit crops.  
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The research has had major impact on the practice of aerial spraying of glyphosate, 
which was banned in October 2015 following the project’s research paper showing 
the practice’s negative effects on health and its ineffectiveness to destroy coca plants. 
 
Although these research projects took different approaches in responding to 
policymakers’ demands, engagement with policy and practitioner actors played a 
crucial role in generating impact across all four projects. The Impact Initiative studied 
the projects’ impact evaluation report which assesses the impact of the first two 
phases of the Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation2, and conducted interviews with 
the key researchers involved, to identify seven practical steps that researchers can 
take to maximise their opportunities to respond to demand for evidence. These 
recommendations are set out in the next section, along with practical examples from 
the four projects.
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Top tips for researchers
 
 
Understand the research users’ needs and priorities
Investing time and resources before the project’s inception in researching potential 
users – their needs, financial and political priorities – will ensure the project is 
set up to supply evidence that is in demand, and has a credible Pathway to Impact 
Plan. This may involve desk research such as reading through existing policy 
documents, or arranging informal meetings, interviews and workshops with key 
individuals. Better still, involving a research user as a partner in the study will ensure 
their needs and interests are fully taken on board at every stage of the project.  
ESRC provide support and guidance on developing a good Pathways to Impact plan in the 
ESRC Impact Toolkit, whilst the UK Collaborative on Development Sciences (UKCDS) 
provide a useful guide on Finding and Building Effective Partnerships (http://www.ukcds.
org.uk/resources/finding-and-building-effective-partnerships) along with a range of 
resources on relationship building and collaborative working.
Example: Measuring complex outcomes of environment and development 
interventionsts6
 The Principal Investigator, Dr David Wilkie, works for practitioner organisation 
the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) (https://www.wcs.org/), which meant he 
already knew that there was considerable demand from within the organisation for 
the research. He explained, ‘I meet our field staff all the time… and I get a sense from 
people what they are or aren’t interested in.’ This guaranteed that the project was 
relevant and timely in addressing questions being asked within the organisation.  
WCS’s long-standing relationship with the academic partners in the project was also 
furthered through student placements across the organisations. The partnership 
paid off as the project’s recommendations have been quickly rolled out within WCS – 
approximately 20 WCS programmes are already using a tool developed through the 
research, called the Basic Necessities Survey8.  
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Encourage ownership and buy-in from the start
If demand for evidence appears low in a particular subject, researchers should find ways 
to cultivate a demand for evidence, right from the start of their project. To encourage 
ownership, all four research projects systematically consulted research users throughout, 
from the design phrase through to dissemination. This meant the projects could be 
shaped and adapted – for example, modifying the research questions, field site locations 
or intended outputs – and the research users felt invested in the study. Some of those 
consulted also became knowledge intermediaries, who could package, frame and share 
research with users. This process of knowledge brokerage is essential for linking up 
research supply and demands.
 
Example: Example: Averting ‘New Variant Famine’ in southern Africa: building food 
secure livelihoods with AIDS-affected young peoples4
Prior to the project starting, the research team gathered numerous policy documents 
and engaged with potential users through their professional networks, to assess the 
gaps in the existing evidence and understand what was being demanded by research 
users. They then established National Steering Groups in Lesotho and Malawi, which 
included representatives from government, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 
the UN and donor agencies. These groups provided helpful information on the policy 
context, shaped the research design and encouraged buy-in from stakeholders. When 
it came to discussing the research findings, the researchers held policy workshops 
where participants were invited to actively interact with the data, and draft their 
own policy recommendations (co-production of research). The Principal Investigator, 
Professor Nicola Ansell, explained the benefits of this approach: ‘If you want to have 
an impact on policy, you have to transfer the ownership of the findings.’ This approach 
meant that policymakers were able to directly apply the research to their own contexts.  
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Map and utilise networks to identify opportunities and access policymakers
Researchers themselves may not have the appropriate networks and relationships 
to gain access to practitioner, policy or donor (and research funder )circles. To tackle 
this, teams should include in their planning a review of the quality of relationships 
between themselves, partners and key stakeholders in order to see what existing 
networks are available and where new partners or links need to be made. Stakeholder 
mapping and evaluative tools and methodologies such as PIPA, Outcome Mapping 
and Net-Map can help to identify priority stakeholders and also highlight weak 
areas that need to be addressed. Building up relationships that lead to awareness 
of what opportunities (for influence, networking or funding) may be coming up 
in the future, will mean researchers can plan their activities well in advance so 
that they are aligned with the needs of practitioners and the interests of funders. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Example: Measuring complex outcomes of environment and development 
interventions6
Principal Investigator Dr David Wilkie has cultivated close relationships with key stakeholders, 
such as with USAID, which opened up opportunities to influence policy and shape future 
funding calls. Dr Wilkie discussed the project with staff from USAID at a workshop, and 
detected a clear demand for evidence. The knowledge gained from this relationship meant 
that the project could be designed and adapted to include the audience’s needs. Dr Wilkie 
explains, ‘USAID were interested in the question of attribution, and were keen that our 
research tackled this. It encouraged us to tweak our study to consider this issue too.’ This 
approach paid off as USAID’s Central African Regional Program for the Environment has now 
adopted the Basic Necessities Survey as the standard way to assess human wellbeing over time.  
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Adapt and respond to external events
Researchers may find it helpful to look outside their specific research interests to wider 
(perhaps national or global) contemporary narratives, events or political milestones 
that are taking place during the project’s lifecycle. Aspects of the research can then be 
reframed so that they are relevant to these external opportunities, which often provide 
a hook for communication activities such as media engagement, blogs, social media, 
publications and events. Funding and time for appropriate skilled communications 
professionals to advise on or deliver these activities should also be factored into the 
project’s budget. Finally, establishing a calendar of key external events during the project 
can be useful in keeping track of potential external opportunities.
Example: The economic and social consequences of armed conflict in Colombia7 
The project benefitted from external events happening at opportune times during the 
project. A change of government took place, and the new government entered into peace 
talks with Colombia’s rebel armed forces (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, 
known as FARC). The project therefore became much more relevant as the knowledge that 
it had generated became crucial for the peace talks. The research team used media and 
social media engagement to frame their project as directly relevant to these current events. 
For example, they distributed a Policy Briefing to media outlets – some of which went on to 
contact the team directly for interviews – and invited journalists to attend two workshops. 
This continuous external engagement led to extensive dissemination of the project’s paper on 
aerial fumigation and health outcomes in Colombian media outlets, and also shifted debate 
about the issue amongst journalists.
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Convene debates that create new understandings and strengthen relationships
Very occasionally a research project may appear perfectly timed to coincide with a 
policy window of opportunity – at just the moment that the research is being concluded, 
policymakers are seeking answers on a particular issue that the project directly 
addresses. However, the path to policy influence is more often less smooth, and in 
many cases there will be no current policy window. In this case, researchers may find it 
beneficial to focus on convening discourse and debate that creates new understandings 
and further strengthens relationships with key audiences. By engaging in a process of 
knowledge exchange with the wider research and practitioner community, researchers 
can contribute to broader debates that have the potential to generate demand or further 
funding for research in the future.
Example: Example: Making space for the poor: law, rights, regulation and street-trade 
in the 21st century5
Within the countries of study, this project made the most of a number of existing policy 
windows of opportunity. For example, there was a new local government in Dar es Salaam 
that was receptive to fresh ideas, and a law in India to guarantee space for street vendors 
that was under review during the project. On an international level, however, no live policy 
window existed. To address this, the team created a number of opportunities to convene 
debate on the research, including meetings and presentations with stakeholders. For 
example, the Principal Investigator Professor Alison Brown developed particularly strong 
relations with UN-HABITAT. Staff from UN-HABITAT were included as project advisors and 
attended one of two international feedback workshops, commenting very positively on how 
the research findings were made relevant to the policymaker and urban planner audience.
Further engagement with UN-HABITAT included presenting at roundtable dialogues and 
the World Urban Forum in 2010, 2012 and 2014 which was attended by NGOs, the private 
sector, researchers and the media. Professor Brown’s input informed a UN-HABITAT and 
International Labour Organization issue paper for the 2016 Habitat III conference9, the first 
time the topic had received such high-level recognition. A UN-HABITAT employee explains 
the project’s impact: ‘[Urban law and the link to the informal economy] became one of the 
thematic areas that we paid more attention to. [The project] pushed the agenda.’ 
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Prepare dissemination products for a variety of audiences
 
Often opportunities to influence policy and practice may present themselves with 
very short timeframes, such as a response to a media or political announcement or a 
chance meeting at a conference. Without the right dissemination products and tools in 
place, responses may be weak, unclear, or too late. To counter this, researchers should 
invest time at the start of the project in understanding how they prefer to receive or 
access information. The project’s outputs should then be tailored accordingly, including 
ensuring products are translated into local languages. For example, one project engaged 
with grass-roots organisations through events jointly hosted with local partners, where 
a summary paper of findings was translated into local languages. Researchers can also 
repackage and repurpose outputs for different scenarios – such as case studies that can 
be issued to media to illustrate a topical news story, or toolkits that can be adapted for 
different practitioner audiences. 
Example: The economic and social consequences of armed conflict in Colombia7
In addition to outputs designed for an academic audience, the project team produced a range 
of products aimed at key stakeholder groups, such as Policy Briefings, presentations and a 
video. They also published a book10 about the project in Spanish, which was distributed 
widely to policymakers across Colombia, with the objective of engaging a wider audience in 
the project. The book has proved very popular, and it is currently in its third reprint due to 
high sales. When media interest in the project grew, the book proved a useful tool, and it was 
featured in several media outlets.
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Maintain contact with audiences over times
 
It is important that researchers continue to build and develop relationships with key 
stakeholders over time, even beyond the project’s lifecycle. Impact takes time, and 
opportunities to respond to demand for evidence may well occur in the months or years 
following the project. Continuing to engage with stakeholders – such as through one-
to-one contact, group email newsletters or events – will maximise the project’s impact, 
particularly if external events mean the project becomes more relevant and topical in due 
course. Of course ongoing activities such as these require resourcing, and researchers 
should consider applying for follow-on funding (for example, ESRC’s Impact Acceleration 
Accounts are block awards that ESRC make to research organisations to accelerate 
the impact of research) or identifying synergies with other projects. Information 
and guidance about ESRC funding, including the IAA Accounts, can be found at:  
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/funding/ 
The Impact Initiative (http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/) was set up to identify 
synergies across reseach within the ESRC DFID Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation 
Research and the Raising Learning Outcomes in Education Systems Research 
Programmes and provides project information on these grants.
Example: Making space for the poor: law, rights, regulation and street-trade in the 21st 
century5
Continuity was a key characteristic of the project’s engagement activities. The research team 
stayed in touch with research users during and after the project, which enabled them to 
identify policy opportunities as they arose. By reemphasising the project’s findings time and 
again, doors were opened at UN-HABITAT. One UN employee commented, ‘The Principal 
Investigator helped us advocate for something. She really kept bringing it to our attention 
and helped us integrate it into our work. It’s a long-term thing but I think [the project] really 
started the ball rolling.
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Spotlight
Ending Colombia’s armed conflicts
The ‘Economic and social consequences of armed conflict in 
Colombia: evidence for designing effective policies in conflict 
and post-conflict regions’ research project took place at a 
crucial time in Colombia’s recent political and military history. 
With a new government seeking evidence that could be used 
in peace talks with armed rebels, the team adopted a range of 
strategies and tools that led to tangible policy change.
 
The challenge
In June 2016, the Colombian government signed an historic ceasefire with armed rebels 
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (known as FARC), signalling an end to five 
decades of civil conflict. Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos received the Nobel 
Peace Prize in 2016 for his contribution to the peace deal.
One of the main strategies that has been used in Colombia to fight the illegal drug 
production that has fuelled the conflict is the aerial spraying of the pesticide glyphosate 
on coca crops, the raw material for producing cocaine. Hundreds of thousands of acres 
of countryside have been sprayed since 1999 – an approach that has been defended 
by the United States yet attacked by NGOs and opponents of the so-called ‘war on 
drugs’. In March 2015, the International Agency for Research on Cancer determined 
that glyphosate is ‘probably carcinogenic to humans’, raising questions about the health 
effects of the spraying campaign. 
Against this backdrop, researchers at Universidad de los Andes had been researching 
the effects of the conflict, and the impact of aerial spraying. Their research found that 
exposure to glyphosate increases the number of medical consultations related to 
dermatological and respiratory related illnesses and the number of miscarriages. When 
Juan Manuel Santos was elected President of Colombia in 2010, his administration 
were looking for evidence to influence their negotiations with the rebels – providing the 
researchers with a key opportunity to influence national policy.
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The solution 
During the project’s design stage, the team contacted a number of policymakers to 
establish what evidence would be most relevant for the country, and to understand 
their needs and priorities. They also organised two seminars to engage policymakers. An 
External Advisory Committee was then established, made up of representatives of key 
stakeholder groups. The Committee’s purpose was to guide the research questions and 
provide a forum for discussing the results – it also guaranteed participation of research 
users, giving them a sense of ownership.
The researchers used media and social media engagement to generate interest in the 
research, particularly around the launch of the paper on aerial fumigation’s impact on 
health outcomes. The project was led and carried out by Colombian researchers who 
understood the national policy context, were well respected and had the necessary 
networks to identify opportunities to access policymakers. In this case, the reputation of 
Principal Investigator Dr Ana María Ibáñez was particularly important – Dr Ibáñez was 
known to President Santos, who invited her to present the research to his cabinet. 
The project greatly benefited from external events happening at opportune times, such as 
the change in government and increased public awareness of the impacts of glyphosate. It 
was crucial that the team were prepared with tailored dissemination products to respond 
to these opportunities, and they were able to answer requests from journalists for 
interviews. They also created opportunities for debate and discourse, such as organising 
presentations with staff at the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime and the US 
Embassy in Bogota.
The outcome 
The project has seen capacity-building impact amongst research assistants, one of 
which has since become a government analyst advising on policy issues. It has also had 
conceptual impact by shifting debates among researchers and journalists about aerial 
spraying, with media articles about the resignation of one of the researchers as president 
of the Advisory Commission on Drug Policy emphasising the project’s findings.
The main impact of the project has been instrumental, as the results have 
significantly influenced national policy and strategy. Dr Ibáñez has advised the 
President directly on the consequences of conflict highlighted by the project, and 
the findings have been used in peace talks with the FARC. In 2015, a ban came 
into effect on aerial spraying of glyphosate. Although other scientists contributed 
to this ban, the research team certainly influenced the debate and final outcome. 
 
 
 
The Impact Lab // Learning Guide // Demand for evidence
The Impact Lab // Learning Resource // Low Capacity 15
Conclusion
Finding out which actors are demanding research evidence, building relationships with 
these individuals and organisations, and responding to windows of opportunity when 
they occur, can be a daunting and time-consuming task for researchers. Mapping out a 
clear pathway to impact before a project begins, and keeping track of opportunities and 
tasks using a forward planning calendar, can ensure researchers keep focused on impact 
throughout the project’s duration and beyond.
This Learning Guide has provided a series of steps that researchers can take, to maximise 
their chances of influencing their target audiences with their project’s findings. Evidence 
from these four research projects has shown that the value of relationships and 
partnerships should not be underestimated, whether in providing crucial insight on the 
questions being asked by policymakers behind closed doors, or in creating opportunities 
for networking. This suggests that time invested in developing partnerships – before, 
during and after a project – is time well spent. 
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building-effective-partnerships) along with a range of resources on relationship building and 
collaborative working: http://www.ukcds.org.uk/resources
Further resources:
• Evaluating the Impact of the ESRC-DFID Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation Research: Final 
report to ESRC and DFID (March 2016)  
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/files/research/research-and-impact-evaluation/evaluating-the-
impact-of-the-esrc-dfid-joint-fund-for-poverty-alleviation-research/
• Related to this report: The Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation Research impact evaluation: a 
response from ESRC and DFID (March 2016): 
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/files/research/research-and-impact-evaluation/joint-fund-for-
poverty-alleviation-research-impact-evaluation-a-response-from-dfid-and-esrc/
• Policy, practice and business impacts: evaluation  
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/research-and-impact-evaluation/policy-practice-and-
business-impacts-evaluation-studies/
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Glossary of terms
Capacity Building*
Through technical and personal skill devel-
opment
Co-construction (of knowledge)
An approach to learning in which the focus 
is on collaborating with others in order to 
build a body of knowledge and understand-
ing that is shared by everyone in the group 
– individuals are actively involved in the 
process of developing understanding as 
equal partners.
Co-learning
Collaborative learning in which individuals 
come together (either as pairs or as a larger 
group) to capitalize on one another’s expe-
rience, skills, and perspectives in order to 
develop a common understanding.
Co-production
Collaborative and reciprocal process by 
which individuals design, develop and de-
liver a product (the research, or research 
outputs such as a publication, event or 
workshop) through equal partnership.
Communication pathways
A method or strategy that engages those 
with knowledge and ensures that informa-
tion is effectively communicated to a wider 
audience.
Communities of Practice (CoP)
Where individuals interact as a group 
around a common theme, topic or body of 
knowledge in order to exchange learning 
and understanding. Online Communities 
of Practice can be useful forums of peer 
support, particularly when individuals are 
spread geographically.
Conceptual*
Contributing to the understanding of poli-
cy issues, reframing debates
Cumulative influence*
Research impact and influence that emerg-
es over a longer period of time as evidence 
and debate increases, grows and deepens.
Instrumental *
Influencing the development of policy, 
practice or service provision, shaping legis-
lation, altering behaviour
Knowledge broker
“A knowledge broker is an intermediary 
(an organization or a person), that aims to 
develop relationships and networks with, 
among, and between producers and users 
of knowledge by providing linkages, knowl-
edge sources, and in some cases knowl-
edge itself…” (Wikipedia)
Knowledge exchange
Knowledge exchange is a process that 
brings all stakeholders together (i.e. re-
searchers, research users, policy-makers, 
and communities) in order to exchange 
expertise, information, ideas, experience 
and to learn from learning emerging from 
research.
Knowledge exchange capacity
Developing the skills and ability to foster 
knowledge exchange.
Knowledge intermediaries
The knowledge intermediary role is to 
bring producers and users of knowledge 
together therefore helping to connect ev-
idence with demand. 
Mutual learning
Process of collaborative learning between 
two or more individuals. A broad definition 
of mutual learning in a research context 
would include all stakeholders being en-
gaged in collective learning from research 
from the outset and continuously through-
out in order to benefit the development 
of the research and support its’ medium 
to longer term impact and sustainability. 
Mutual learning can also be applied to the 
communication and dissemination of les-
sons learnt to a wider audience.
Outputs
Outputs are related more to the immediate 
results of research in terms of what was 
produced or undertaken.
Outcomes
Outcomes are the consequences of re-
search in the medium to longer term.
*These definitions are drawn from the following resources:
• What is impact? The Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) Toolkit
• Evaluating the Impact of the ESRC-DFID Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation Research.
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The Impact Initiative for International Development Research exists to increase the uptake and 
impact of two programmes of research funded through the ESRC-DFID Strategic Partnership. These 
are: (i) The Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation Research, and (ii) The Raising Learning Outcomes in 
Education Systems programme. The Initiative helps identify synergies between these programmes 
and their grant holders, and supports them to exploit influencing and engagement opportunities and 
facilitates mutual learning. 
The Impact Initiative is a collaboration between the Institute of Development Studies (IDS) and the 
University of Cambridge’s Research for Equitable Access and Learning (REAL) Centre.
www.theimpactinitiative.net
All content is available under the Open Government  
License v3.0, except where otherwise stated.
